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In The Bleak Midwinter 


The light of the full moon danced over the thick drifts of snow. Spindly shadows cast by the dead winter trees 
looked like the spirits of Christmas past. 


Wrapped in a coat of thick furs, Peter made his way through the forest, his feet crunching through the 
freshly fallen snow. A sled trailed behind him, the flat bed piled high with wood to fuel the Yuletide fire. 
Somewhere among the trees was the small log cabin he called home. Music and a little isolation were all that 
he wanted from life. 


He followed his tracks back through the snow, weaving around trees that held more knowledge than he ever 
would. The sounds of the forest's nocturnal animals filled the night and Peter smiled Theirs was the only 
company he needed. 


A small metal lantern hung from a nearby tree, an indication to Peter that he was nearly home. A candle 
burned within the lantern, casting a pool of yellow around itself. He plucked the lighted lamp from the hook and 


carried it, its light guiding him as the darkness appeared to close around him. 


More candle filled lanterns hung from the front of the small, single storey cabin. They gave off a warm, 


welcoming light and Peter abandoned the sled on the porch as he walked inside. 


The cabin was filled with the smell of cooking. A pot hung over an open fire, a stew simmering inside. Fresh 
bread sat on the wooden table and plates of candles were dotted around the small space. Before the fire sat a 


couch and, in one corner was a fur and blanket covered bed. 


Once he'd decided to move out of the city, Peter had built the cabin himself. He enjoyed his lifestyle. Enjoyed 
hunting and gathering and tending to the small plot of land he kept behind the cabin. From time to time he 
ventured back into the city, sometimes to get things that weren't available in the depths of the forest. 


Sometimes to see his friends and family. 


Peter was startled by a knock at the door. He was five miles from the nearest road and ten miles from the 


nearest town. No one knew where he was and, by rights, no one should have found the cabin 


Placing the ladle to one side, he opened the door. Out on the porch stood a figure swathed in a long, thick cloak. 


The hood was pulled over their head and their face was in shadow. 

"Can | help?" Peter asked. 

The figure replied with a male voice. "Yeah. | was wondering if | could come in. Maybe warm up a little?" 
"How'd you get out here?" 

There was a pause before the man replied, "Like you. | walked" 

Peter felt that he was a good judge of character and the man didn't feel as though he was going to cause any 
harm. Maybe he was just another lonely wanderer looking for a little food and warmth. Standing back from the 
door, he invited the figure in. 

The man stood in the heart of the cabin, a shadow in his floor length cloak. Whereas most people would have 
taken off their outer layers upon entering a warm building, the man did not. When Peter approached him, he 
looked up, his face still cloaked in darkness. 

"You can take your hood down," Peter said. 

Long fingers emerged from beneath the cloak and moved to push the hood back. Spirals of fiery orange hair 
fell around the man's shoulders. Hazel eyes looked at Peter from a strong face. And, surprisingly of all, a pair 
of antlers were nestled on the man's head. It took a lot to shock him but Peter still found revulsion and fear 
coiling in his stomach. 


"Are they-?" 


"Real?" the man began. "Yes, sadly, they are." 


"How-?" 


The man shrugged. "They just appeared. Maybe they're a penance for the sins I've committed on this earth." A 
smile began to pull at the man’s lips. "Whatever. I've got them now. He held out a hand. "Dave Mustaine." 


Peter took the man's hand and shook it. "Pete Steele. You hungry? Thirsty?" 


"Both. It's been a long journey.” 


With Dave seated at the table, Peter served up the stew. For a moment, he watched as Dave hungrily ate. The 
other man's eyes never left the bowl and he paused only to drink the tar-like coffee that Peter had served 
up. When Dave paused for breath, Peter spoke. 


"You know there's a legend about a horned god." 


"Yeah, | ain't him," Dave replied with a grin "Trust me, you're not the first and you won't be the last. Im just 


some guy with a weird fuckin’ growth on my head! 

"Ever thought about having surgery?" 

Dave shrugged. "Docs said they couldn't do anything. Said they're linked into my brain and would cause damage" 
"So you're an outcast?" 

"More or less. Been walking since New York" 


Peter couldn't help but stare. His coffee mug was suspended halfway to his mouth. "Man, that's like two, three 
days walking. What the hell are you doing?" 


Dave shrugged and hazel eyes filled with sadness stared up at Peter. "You ever tried gettin’ a job like this?" 
"Nope, but I've tried getting‘ a job while lookin’ like this." Peter grinned and gestured to himself. 


The man across the table snorted and returned to his food. With his stomach growling, Peter joined him, the 
coffee and hot food chasing away the cold. 


Once dinner was eaten and the dishes were cleaned, Peter sat with his guest. He couldn't tear his gaze away 


from the sweeping antlers. The fire roared in the hearth and, outside, the wind began to pick up. 


"What kind of work you lookin’ for?" Peter asked. 


"Anything" Dave shrugged. "Used to be really good with cars so maybe something manual. I'm no fuckin’ use 
stuck in an office." Peter noticed the other man's gaze trail off and to the window. 


"There might be work ‘round here." 

Dave's gaze never left the darkened window, as though he could see in to the depths of the forest. "Really?" 
"Yeah. There's always loggers and other people working in the forest. Plus it means you won't be seen" 

The red haired man smiled softly and returned his gaze to Pete's. "Thanks." 


He felt guilty for even thinking such a question, but Peter knew that he had to ask. He'd regret it forever if 
he didn’t. "Can | ask how you got them? The antlers?" 


Peter watched as Dave dropped his gaze. The other man's clasped his hands and hunkered down in the couch. 
The wood popped and crackled beneath the onslaught of the flames. Around them, the candles appeared to 
burn just that little bit lower. 


"They just appeared," Dave softly replied. "And | don't know why. Maybe | was a really bad person and these 
are my punishment. Maybe it's some dormant gene that | inherited. Who knows. All | know is that I'm cursed 


with them." 

For a moment, Peter was silent as he stared at the other man. The antlers burst from Dave's head, his thick, 
red hair curling around the base and down over his shoulders. Despite his build and the look of indignation that 
he'd entered the house with, Dave looked fragile as though he could break at any moment. He no doubt felt like 


an outcast, shunned by those who had once loved and admired him. 


Its not a curse. | think they look pretty awesome." Peter paused before adding, "You're welcome to stay here 


for the night. There's another storm brewin'. It would be murder to send you back out there." 


Dave gave him a whimsical smile before settling back into the couch. "Thanks. | appreciate it. What do you do 
for money? This place can't be cheap to keep?" 


Peter smiled. "| used to be a musician. | saved some cash, bought this land and decided to move out here. | sell 


fire wood and things | make to buy the few things | need” 
"A musician, huh? What kind of music did you play?" 


"We played metal." 


The redhead fell silent and, once more his attention drifted, this time settling on the fire. "Cool. | always wanted 
to play in a band." 


"What do you play?" 


"Guitar. And | sing. A little." Despite the hair that all but hid Dave's face, Peter still caught the other man's 


small smile. "So what made you wanna move out into the middle of nowhere?" 


Peter debated how much to tell the other man. Dave had an honest face yet Peter had no idea who Dave 
would encounter on his journey. Both of them obviously had skeletons in their closets and Peter wanted to 


make sure that his stayed there. 


"| wanted a break," he finally said. "So one day | upped and left. | told a coupla people where | was going, namely 
the guys in the band, and got them to cover for me. No one else knows that l'm out here." 


He was happy when Dave nodded and didn't further press the issue. Dave wasn't the only outcast in the room. 
For a long time, all Peter had wanted to do was disappear. The fame, and the pressure it brought, had driven 
him to the edge several times until he'd finally decided to escape it all. 


Peter gave up his bed to Dave and, once the man with the antlers was settled, Peter once more returned to 
the couch in front of his fire. His mind turned to his family and loved ones. He loved them and it had been for 
the best that he had left. At the same time, he missed them and wished that he could pick up the phone and 


call them. He'd give anything to hear their voices one last time. Maybe one day that moment would come. 
And maybe it wouldn't. 


But, in order to escape what he was becoming, Peter had known he needed to leave. As he ran his hands 


through his hair, his fingers brushed across the growing nubs on the sides of his head. What would become of 


them, he didn't know. 


The storm had blown itself out by morning. Fresh drifts of snow had piled up around the cabin and the fire 
had burned itself out. 


Peter awoke to find that the bed was empty, yet made. On the table sat a neatly written note. 


Thank you for everything Your secret is safe with me. Im sure HI be passing back this way and Il make sure To 
check in on you 


Dave 


